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ABSTRACT This article analyses the policy and practices of restructuring higher education 
in South Korea in light of the distinctive characteristics of Korean higher education 
development and government–higher education relations. The role of government in the 
development of higher education in Korea has been typically as a direct regulator rather than 
a coordinator. However, the global trend towards neo-liberal policies, such as privatization 
and a ‘lean’ state which coordinates market competition, began to be influential in Korea 
during the 1990s, which eventually led to a shift in higher education policies. There is a 
public rhetoric about neo-liberal public sector reforms and restructuring; and policy 
implementations are being made accordingly. The article critically reviews the current 
government’s political rationale for restructuring higher education against the backdrop of 
‘globalization’. It is suggested that despite such influences, the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
has not yet shifted its role in regulating the higher education sector: the fundamental 
relations of the MOE and the higher education sector have not changed. This article 
discusses why and how the relations of government to higher education are, in fact, 
unchanging in Korea. 
Features of Korean Higher Education 
Korean higher education shows several distinctive features when compared with other countries. 
First of all, the majority of higher education institutions in Korea are private. About 85% of higher 
education institutions (145 out of a total 171 four-year universities and 143 out of a total 158 two-to-
three-year junior colleges) are private. About 78% of university students and 96% of professional 
school students enrol in private institutions (Korean Educational Development Institute [KEDI], 
2005). 
However, the Korean Ministry of Education has direct control over both the public and private 
higher education sectors. Regardless of the differences among institutions, there is strong 
uniformity imposed on both public and private higher education. For instance, with the exception 
of Seoul National University, which has its own Ordinance, all national universities are under the 
Education Act, supervised by the Ministry of Education. This means each national institution does 
not have its own ‘charter’ (Kim, 2001, pp. 147-149). 
The relations of the government and the university are in general subject to, and conditioned 
by, the public funding regime. However, in the case of Korea, the government regulations in the 
higher education sector have been strong, regardless of funding patterns. Private universities are 
under the control of the Private School Law, which tends to emphasize rules and regulations rather 
than autonomy (Kim, 2001, pp. 147-149). 
In terms of government funding and regulation, higher education costs in Korea are heavily 
supported by private sector funds. (Only 3% of private university expenditures come from 
government funding.) Public financial expenditures on higher education as a percentage of GDP 
are very low at 0.3%, compared to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) mean of 1.1%. The proportion of government subsidies against the total revenue of 
universities was limited to 22.7%, much lower than the OECD average (78.1%) and the USA 
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(45.1%) and Japan (41.5%) (MOE statistics published on 11 May 2006, and reported in the University 
News Network, 12 May 2006). Overall, it can be suggested that the government has been a regulator 
rather than a purveyor of higher education in Korea. 
Underneath the strict government control over the national education system on the whole, 
and in relation to higher education, there has been a strong egalitarian motif. To promote equality 
of educational opportunity, the Korean government has maintained a standardized primary and 
secondary schooling system, regardless of the public–private sector division. The real competition 
and selection starts only at university entry level. Until 1995, the government had strictly regulated 
university admission criteria and the number of students for each institution (Kim, 2001; Kim & 
Lee, 2006). What makes the case of Korean higher education even more distinctive is that the 
expansion of higher education has been led by the private sector – despite the government’s strict 
and direct regulations over private higher education. 
However, unlike Japan or China, the status of private higher education institutions in Korea is 
not necessarily lower than public institutions. According to the University League Table based on a 
comprehensive evaluation conducted and published by Joongang Ilbo for the last 12 years, an 
average of eight out of the top ten universities have been private institutions in Korea. 
 
Ranking University 
1 POSTECH (Pohang University of Science and Technology) (private) 
2 KAIST (Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology) 
3 SNU (Seoul National University) 
4 YONSEI (private) 
5 KOREA (private) 
6 Sung Kyun Kwan (private) 
7 Hanyang (private) 
8 Seogang (private) 
9 Ewha (private) 
10 Kyunghee (private) 
 
Table I. University League Table 2005. Source: Joongang Ilbo, 4 October 2005. 
 
Among the top-tier universities, the Korean version of the ‘golden triangle’ is the so-called ‘SKY’ 
universities. The acronym stands for Seoul National, Korea and Yonsei universities. Both Yonsei 
and Korea universities were established as private institutions in 1885 and 1905 respectively, and 
have been at the apex of private higher education institutions in Korea. Education in Korea has 
been always regarded as a crucial means of individual upward social mobility and national 
development. Accordingly, the massification of higher education started relatively early and led 
quickly to universal access to higher education. Currently, 97% of 18 year-olds graduate from high 
school, and 82.1% of the age cohort go on to higher education institutions (KEDI, 2005; OECD, 
2006). However, the government’s egalitarian principle has limited educational choices and thus 
the strong public demand for the best education possible has not been satisfied domestically. 
Accordingly, there has been a continuing increase in the number of Korean students studying 
abroad [1] and simultaneously the pattern of educational migration has become diversified, ranging 
from primary schooling to university and postgraduate studies, and includes both short-term or 
frequent study visits and long-term educational emigration.[2] 
The Korean pattern of educational migration can also be linked to another very distinctive 
feature of higher education, that is, the high proportion of foreign, especially US-educated 
academic faculty members in major universities. In the case of Pohang University of Science and 
Technology (which is a top private institution specializing in science and technology in Korea), 
93.3% of the academic staff took PhDs in the USA, in the case of Yonsei University, the proportion 
of American doctorates is 81%, and in Seogang University and Ewha Women’s University, it is 
estimated at 81.3% and 80.2% respectively (Joongang Ilbo, 15 November 2002). Among the newly 
appointed Korean university academics in 1999, the percentage of those with overseas PhDs was 
estimated at 52.2%; and the proportion of American PhDs in the group was 70.5% (Korean Council 
for University Education [KCUE], 2000). Overall, a pattern of (male) academics-with-American-
PhDs has been part of the tradition of the Korean university. However, the foreign academic 
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qualifications possessed by Korean university academics have not necessarily meant the 
internationalization of Korean higher education (Kim, 2005, p. 93). 
The overall character of university academic culture has been homogeneously Korean. In fact, a 
foreign higher degree itself is not the most important element in Korean academic recruitment. 
Academic bonding (hack-yeon in Korean) has been crucial, in reality, for successful academic 
employment and career development in Korea. The academic power networks have been most 
evident in the proportion of alumni faculty members at major universities: for instance, in 2002, the 
proportion was 95.5% at Seoul National University, 80% at Yonsei University, 68% at Korea 
University, and 60% was the national average. In comparison, at Harvard and Stanford, the 
proportion of alumni among the faculty members was only 12% and 1% respectively (KBS 1TV 
Report, 10 June 2006). 
In summary, it can be suggested that the overall infrastructure of professional/academic and 
personal relations in Korea is still based on highly exclusive academic networking and the prestige 
of an early Korean academic background of high status, which can be further strengthened by 
foreign routes – mainly identified with American institutions (Kim, 2001, pp. 177-183). Overall, 
given the fact that private higher education has been prominent in realizing universal higher 
education, and the continuing practice of traditional academic and bureaucratic power networks, 
the contractual relations of the government and the University have developed relatively late in 
Korea. 
It was during the 1990s that ideologies of neo-liberalism and the policies linked to that, such as 
market-principled public sector reforms and devolution, began to be influential in Korea, which 
eventually led to a shift in higher education policies. The government implemented a deregulation 
policy and abolished enrolment quotas in 1995 (Kim, 2001). In this context, a series of government 
higher education reforms was implemented during the last decade. The following section will 
review and discuss that in light of the contractual relations of the government and the University. 
Higher Education – who owns and who owes accountability? 
Despite the rapid expansion of higher education, the Korean government has always managed to 
regulate all types of higher education institutions – including private ones. However, as indicated 
earlier, most of higher education funding (around 80%) comes from private sources in Korea. Also 
private higher education accounts for almost 80% of the Korean higher education sector – in terms 
of the number of institutions and student enrolments. This is part of the background of the current 
government’s reform policy for restructuring the higher education sector. 
Partly as a consequence of this, higher education supply in Korea has started to exceed demand. 
As illustrated earlier, there are currently over 200 four-year universities and about 160 junior 
colleges in Korea; however, new student applicants were short by a total of 85,000 students in 2003, 
yielding the lowest rate of admissions ever. According to recent population growth projections, the 
number of 18-21 year-olds enrolling in higher education will drop from 3,278,000 in 2000 to 
2,336,000 in 2020. The number will go down further to 1,511,000 in 2030 (MOE, 2005; Ryu, et al, 
2006, p. 43). The decreasing number of the college-bound age cohort is becoming a major threat to 
many private colleges and universities, especially those located outside the Seoul metropolitan 
area, since these institutions in general have disproportionate difficulties in recruiting students and 
securing their finances. Overall, the saturation of traditional student markets and crises in private 
higher education institutions (shortfalls in student enrolments, bankruptcy, etc.) are expected to 
intensify in Korea. 
Challenges are also coming from economic globalization and the internationalization of higher 
education and the changing infrastructures of society and the national economy in general. The 
process of Korean higher education reform has not yet kept up with the structural changes in the 
national economy where high-skilled knowledge workers are now in great demand. There are 
challenges in linking higher education supply and labour market demand in Korea. 
There is an increase in the unemployment rate of university graduates in Korea. The proportion 
of unemployed young people in Korea – both with and without university degrees – was estimated 
at 7.9% (compared to the average unemployment rate of 3.5%) in 2004. There is also a mismatch in 
terms of the number of university graduates and the graduate-level jobs available. Since the 1990s 
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the average employment rates of the four-year university graduates have been around or under 
60%, while the employment rate of specialized two–three-year junior college graduates has been 
higher at around 80%. However, despite the rising number of the unemployed among higher 
education graduates, there is a shortage of quality manpower in production and in other 
engineering fields in Korea. Overall, the rapid expansion of higher education has led to concerns 
about the quality of university graduates being expressed by business leaders.[3] Given the 
oversupply of higher education and the consequent increasing unemployment rate of university 
graduates in Korea, the value of higher education has come into question. 
The Underfunding of Higher Education in Korea 
Although over the last 15 years public funding for higher education has continued to increase, the 
Korean government’s overall budget for higher education is still very low. The amount of 
government funding for higher education in 2005 was estimated at 448.8 billion Korean won 
(approximately US$475 million), which is just 22.7% of the total estimated budget for higher 
education institutions (MOE statistics published on 11 May 2006, and reported in the University 
News Network, 12 May 2006). The financial resources of private higher education institutions in 
Korea are still very much dependent on tuition fees (over 60%). Government policy used to keep 
the level of tuition fees in the private sector low. However, private institutions are now allowed to 
set their own fee levels. Although fee levels do not differ greatly between private universities (with 
the average fee around US$8500 p.a., which is high, relative to average income in Korea), tuition 
fee differentials may increase over the next few years. The liberalization of tuition fee policy will 
increase the funding gap between elite and low-quality private institutions. 
In 1990 the Korean government for the first time began to subsidize private higher education 
institutions on a competitive basis to enhance the overall quality of higher education. The general 
direction of higher education in Korea since then has followed the Anglo-American model of audit 
mechanisms to promote competition among higher education institutions, and to provide selective 
support for high-performing institutions in the audit competition. Since 1992, the evaluation and 
accreditation system has been used to measure a university’s ability to provide quality education 
(Kim, 2001, p. 151). In this context, selective private higher education institutions started to enjoy a 
greater degree of university autonomy, particularly with regard to enrolment quotas as well as 
more financial support. Currently about 46% of the government research funding has been offered 
to the top 10 institutions – regardless of the public–private sector division. 
Under the new audit mechanism for the allocation of limited higher education funding, private 
universities in Korea have been under more pressure to take up for-profit activities to cover part of 
their funding requirements.[4] About 75% of the budgets of private higher education institutions 
are covered by tuition fees. About 8.5% of their budgets come from the business sector, and the 
remainder is from endowments (Ryu et al, 2006, p. 44). The higher education endowment market 
has continued to grow in Korea; though there is an obvious concentration of endowments among a 
few private elite institutions. A few top-level elite institutions have had some success in collecting 
contributions from their alumni and major corporations. For instance, Yonsei, Korea, POSTECH 
and Sung Kyun Kwan universities have secured more than 30% of the total higher education 
endowment market, which is made up of contributions by corporations and alumni (MOE, 2005; 
Ryu et al, 2006, pp. 45-46). 
Regardless of the increased role of business elements in the Korean higher education sector, 
however, the role of the government in Korea still remains central in creating the new domestic 
rules of competition between institutions and regulating higher education institutions more tightly. 
Various audit mechanisms have been introduced as a new condition for higher education funding. 
The new audit-based funding mechanisms to induce competition and to enhance the quality of 
higher education were further promoted by the Brain Korea 21 (BK21) project, which was begun in 
1999 as a grand project by the Korean government. The first round of BK21 funding was allocated 
to 120 institutions to run 440 projects. A total of 1.4 trillion Korean won (approximately US$1.3 
billion) was provided for the BK21 designated universities across the country every year over seven 
years (1999-2006) with the aim of bringing selected major university research projects to ‘world-
class’ level and increasing the competitiveness of local universities. The second round of BK21 
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started in 2006 and will run until 2013. The government provides US $2.03 billion for the second 
round Brain Korea 21 programmes (2006-2013), to finance the selected university research projects, 
especially in the areas of technology development in collaboration with industry (MOE, 2006). 
Given the pattern of government-directed development of higher education, the conventional 
binary division of ‘public’ and ‘private’ becomes somewhat arbitrary in Korea. The term ‘private’ 
higher education seems odd in the Korean context – where there are no substantial differences 
between public and private institutions except in finance. Private higher education institutions in 
Korea have always been managed under the government’s regulatory framework. The 
government has sole authority over the establishment of private higher education institutions. 
While employees at private higher education institutions are not public employees, they are still 
required to meet the government’s regulatory requirements on enrolment quotas, admission 
procedures, the establishment of new institutions, academic courses, and financial allocations and 
expenditure. A former vice-president of a major private university admits that private universities 
in Korea ‘have grown accustomed to accepting government’s suggestions as a way of protecting 
themselves from any potential unfair treatment from government’ (Lee, 1998, p. 20). Underneath 
the façade of institutional autonomy, the government’s policies are uniformly applied to the 
management framework of individual private higher education institutions – e.g. tuition fees 
policy, faculty recruitment, admissions policy, and curriculum development. For instance, in April 
2006, the Ministry of Education fined a number of prestigious private universities, including Ewha 
Women’s, Korea, and Yonsei Universities, for ranking the high schools of their prospective 
students and assigning more points to those considered stronger. They each lost 20% of the 
government money they were entitled to receive for two years (Brender, 2006). All in all, the 
government takes a major role as regulator, guide, coordinator, assessor, and chastiser in relation 
to the higher education sector. 
Given the government’s regulatory framework, there is strong conformity and lack of strategic 
diversification among higher education institutions in Korea. As a result, the proportion of four-
year general universities producing postgraduate degrees in Korea is about 75%, which is far higher 
than in the USA (61%) and Japan (48.5%) (Ryu et al, 2006, p. 26). In this context, the current 
government’s higher education reform strategies clearly focus on how to meet the need for future 
diversification. 
Government’s Reform Agendas: restructuring 
In December 2004, the Ministry of Education and Human Resources Development (MOEHRD) 
announced a ‘University Restructuring Plan’ in a bid to raise the competitive edge of Korean 
universities (MOE, 2005; Munwha Ilbo, 5 July 2005). In May 2005, the Ministry, with the intent to 
reform both public and private universities, set out detailed strategies which can be summarized as 
follows: (i) enrolment cuts, and merger and acquisition policies; (ii) specialization of the existing 
private higher educational institutions; (iii) incorporation of the national universities; (iv) forming 
new university–industry links for regional economic development; and (v) the liberation of the 
domestic education market (MOE, 2005). 
The government plan for restructuring the higher education sector is, first of all, to reduce its 
size. The government aims to reduce the annual undergraduate intake by about 15% by 2009, 
which is expected to result in the quality enhancement of higher education in the context of a 
shrinking student population in Korea.  
At the same time, the government has also increased pressure on higher education institutions 
to seek mergers and acquisitions (M&A), by providing three different M&A plans for both national 
and private universities, which are to be implemented by 2009 MOE, 2004: 
1. Type 1: University–university, junior college–junior college merger. 
2. Type 2: Merger of a university and junior college of the same corporate body, from the same 
regional location. 
3. Type 3: Merger of an industrial college and junior college of the same corporate body, from the 
same regional location. The merged college will be reorganized into a university. 
The Ministry of Education also announced that it wants to see a 25% reduction in the total number 
of private universities by 2009. As indicated earlier, more than 80% of universities in Korea are 
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private institutions, and now there are new financial measures to induce voluntary restructuring in 
the private higher education sector. For instance, the Ministry announced that starting in 2006, 
private universities whose number of students per faculty member exceeds 40 will be excluded 
from all types of governmental support; and private universities that fail to meet the M&A 
standards by 2009 will be forced to cut the number of student enrolments, and will face the 
prospect of financial penalties if they do not get in line by the stated deadline (MOE, 2006). 
Secondly, the Education Ministry’s five-year restructuring plans also include increasing the level 
of specialization and competition at top universities. As indicated earlier, the high proportion of 
four-year general universities in Korea has been identified as an obstacle to the improvement of 
quality in Korean higher education. Many of the four-year universities in Korea do not have any 
unique comparative advantage over the others. The government’s structuring plans are therefore 
emphasizing a new specialization among the existing private universities to establish their unique 
character, in terms of structure, management, and curriculum. Along with such restructuring of 
internal academic administration, selected major private universities are now being encouraged to 
establish new professional graduate schools in such major fields as law, medicine, engineering, 
business administration, public administration, and education (MOE, 2006). 
Thirdly, the government has announced the incorporation of national/public universities that 
will have to be completed by 2010. The government’s proposal drafted in early 2006 resembled the 
Japanese model, in which national universities are legally separated from the government 
(Yamamoto, 2004; Requoted from Rhee, 2007, p. 348). The details of the legal framework for 
incorporation of national/public universities proposed by the government emphasize a corporatist 
chief executive management role of the university president. 
According to the government’s proposal for the incorporation of national/public universities, 
the University Board of Trustees should be composed of six internal members of the university’s 
senior academic-managers (the President and Deans), and nine independent/external members of 
various stakeholders, mainly from the industrial and economic sectors. The Chair of the Board is 
elected by the board members and should then be approved by the Minister of Education. The 
Board of Trustees decides the university statute amendments, academic appointments and 
promotions, the allocation of resources, and policy towards site development and/or closure, etc. 
The University Senate is composed of academic and administrative staff and student 
representatives.  
All in all, the government wants, among other changes, to transform national universities from 
tightly controlled state institutions to self-governing corporations. The government says the 
incorporation of national/public universities will lead to the deregulation of budgets and personnel 
that will create a new competitive corporatist environment to increase the managerial autonomy 
of universities. 
However, these plans for the incorporation of national/public universities have been met with 
strong opposition and protests in the public higher education sector. The Association of National 
University Professors says the proposed legal framework for university governance is to increase 
the power of external members in university affairs, and overall the government’s proposal for 
incorporation tramples on the autonomy of universities, and ignores the rights of professors to 
voice their opinions. Some senior managers of the national universities in Korea are quite cynical 
about the mergers and incorporation of national and public universities, expecting that the 
government intends to cut the public higher education budget nevertheless – even if the 
incorporation of national/public universities fails (University News Network, 30 September 2006). 
The new government led by President Lee Myung-Bak puts strong emphasis on the transparency 
of university management to enhance the public accountability of national/public universities 
transparency. The new government has legislated the ‘Special Act for the Public Disclosure of 
Information Regarding Educational Institutions’ (Law #8825) and its enactment has been 
announced in 2008. Starting from 2008, it will be mandatory for all educational institutions to make 
their financial administrative data to the public (Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, 
November 2008). The new government has also restructured the Ministry of Education and 
Human Resources Development to make the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, 
combining education and science and technology, and many endeavours are being made to 
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transform this restrictive ministry to a support ministry, and shift its main function from regulation 
to coordination (ibid). 
In the University Restructuring Plan, one of the aims of merging and incorporating national 
universities is directly linked to the government’s plan to strengthen regional university–industry 
links to induce regional economic development. The plan has developed into the New University 
for Regional Innovation (NURI) project (2004-2009) (MOE, 2005). Thus, fourthly, the Korean 
government is trying to induce balanced national development through the NURI project. NURI is 
a Korean version of the ‘triple helix’ model of university–industry–regional government 
partnerships, aimed at nurturing the development of excellent local manpower and boosting the 
employment rate of regional university graduates through specialized education programmes. On a 
per capita basis, Korea has a large number of higher education institutions; many of them private 
and rather small, running similar programmes outside the capital region. So only higher education 
institutions located outside the capital region can be the beneficiaries of the NURI funds. Currently 
109 out of 241 regional universities, all of which were selected through a competitive bidding 
process, are participating in the project (for a total of 123 project teams comprising 170,000 
students). An estimated 1.4 trillion Korean won (US$1.4 billion) is to be invested over a period of 
five years (2004-2009) (MOE, 2006). Overall, the government’s aim is to restructure the higher 
education system for concentration, specialization and diversification in each region through the 
NURI project. The new Lee Myung-Bak government, however, puts more emphasis on nurturing 
‘world-class’ universities selectively than on balanced national development. For the World Class 
University (WCU) project, the government has allocated 617 million USD (approx. 418 million 
GBP). The government has also put public investment in strategically important areas – especially 
basic research and advanced technology R&D in Biotechnology, Nanotechnology and brain 
research to launch a ‘high-risk, high return’ pioneer research project (Ministry of Education, 
Science and Technology, May 20, 2008). 
Fifthly, the latest and perhaps most radical decision in the government’s policy agenda for 
restructuring Korean higher education is to open up the domestic higher education market through 
the ongoing negotiations of the World Trade Organization (WTO)/General Agreement on Trade 
in Services (GATS) and a new bilateral free trade agreement with the USA. 
As reviewed earlier, the continuing pattern of the government’s regulatory policy making and 
execution has increased conformity in higher education and limited educational choices. 
Accordingly, Korean students and parents started seeking alternatives abroad, and educational 
migration has become a new trend in Korea. There has been steep increase in the number of 
Korean students going abroad in recent years. According to the OECD, Korea has the second 
largest absolute number of students (after China) studying abroad. The number of primary and 
secondary school students in Seoul who have gone abroad to study was 7001 between March 2005 
and February 2006, marking an increase of 15% (Source: Seoul Metropolitan Office of Education; 
Reported in Dong-A Ilbo, 11 May 2006). The financial implications are significant. According to the 
Korean International Trade Association, Koreans studying abroad spent US$4.6 billion in 2002 on 
tuition fees and living expenses, while foreigners studying in Korea spent only US$20 million 
(requoted from the Observatory on Borderless Higher Education [OBHE], 2004). 
The number of Korean students who obtained US doctoral degrees between 1999 and 2003 
exceeds that of any other group of foreign nationals in the USA. Among the foreign nationals who 
obtained US doctoral degrees, the number of Seoul National University graduates was estimated as 
1655, ranking first, Yonsei University graduates 720, ranking fifth, and Korea University graduates 
445, ranking eighth (Hankyoreh Shinmun, 17 May 2006). 
The current pattern of educational migration in Korea points to the fact that there is strong 
public demand for internationalized higher education at all levels in Korea. Given this and the 
ongoing pressure from the WTO/GATS, the government has removed restrictions for foreign 
institutions to provide educational services directly in Korea. By doing so, the government was 
aiming to attract more foreign direct investment and economic activities in the special Free 
Economic Zones, with tax incentives, fast-track permit processing, etc., which was enacted in 2002. 
In December 2005 the Korean government decided to allow foreign education institutes to open at 
all levels from kindergartens, primary, secondary and high schools to universities in the three 
designated Free Economic Zones (FEZs) – i.e. Incheon, Busan-Jinhae, and Gwanyang – and the 
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international visa-free city of Cheju (Jeju). Furthermore, the Ministry of Construction and 
Transportation has removed size restrictions on foreign campuses. Foreign schools in the 
designated Free Economic Zones will also be allowed to admit Korean students for up to 30% of 
their enrolment for the first five years of their operation. Soon after the government 
announcement of the Korean government’s plan, the US-based George Washington University 
(GWU) unveiled its plans to establish a campus in Cheju, one of the designated Free Economic 
Zones. 
Recently, however, the South Korean government has decided to revise its terms and 
conditions for foreign branch establishments in the country. The details of the government’s new 
regulations for foreign educational institutions are yet to be finalized. At the same time, a Free 
Trade Agreement (FTA) in educational services is under negotiation with the USA. The Korean 
government expects that the FTA between Korea and the USA will not only liberalize the 
education market, but may also help to curb the increasing outward educational migration. 
In order to facilitate joint-research project between domestic and foreign universities and 
industries, Korea Research Foundation has exchanged MOU with 21 overseas research councils 
from 17 countries (including UK AHRC and ESRC). 
Furthermore, to increase the international competitiveness of national and public universities in 
Korea as a part of the World Class University (WCU) Project, the government has introduced a 
quota system to recruit more foreign academics. The government set a goal to increase the 
number of foreign full time teachers and professors in Korean universities ten times more than 
now (Hangerye Shinmun [Hangerye Newspaper], December 4, 2008). 
Conclusion 
Overall, it can be suggested that the Korean government’s policy agenda for restructuring the 
higher education sector is a proactive decision to meet the challenges from the globalization of 
higher education and the knowledge-based economy. Identified challenges include increasing 
global competition for the recognition of ‘world-class universities’ and ranking; the challenge of 
increasing global pressures to open up the domestic education market for transnational for-profit 
higher education services to be made available in Korea under the GATS and FTA negotiations; 
and the labour market demand for a new kind of high-skilled workforce in a context of 
demographic shrinkage of the student cohort. 
In other words, the Korean government wants to coordinate external and internal pressures for 
universities to increase competitiveness. Accordingly, the government’s policy direction in 
restructuring higher education has been towards: 
1. diversification and specialization among higher education institutions; 
2. further concentration of research funding in selected university research institutions (through 
the BK21 project); 
3. balanced national development through the NURI project where the role of the university is 
defined as to be more tightly linked to the regional/local government’s development agenda 
and the regional industry; 
4. internationalization of education and higher education by liberalizing the education market in 
the Free Economic Zones, and in line with the ongoing GATS and FTA negotiations. 
Underneath the conventional, neo-liberal market-oriented architecture of Korean higher education 
policy, however, the Ministry of Education itself – its old bureaucratic apparatus and regulatory 
role – is unchanged. Since the implementation of the government’s ‘deregulation’ policy in 1995, 
the role of government seems to have become more refined as regulator, guide, coordinator, 
assessor, and chastiser, but it has never been weakened, nor has it been fundamentally changed. 
Universities, on the contrary, have become more pressured by the external interventions primarily 
emanating from the government since 1995. 
Overall, it has always been the case in Korea that the role of universities has been linked firmly 
to the purposes of the government. In fact, the relations of the government to the university in 
Korea have never been constructed on the ‘liberal’ premises that it is the role of government to 
provide resources for the purposes of the universities themselves. 
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What is it, then, in the history of Korea, which gives us access to this ‘deep structure’ of the 
unchanging relationship between the government and the university? The Korean mode of 
governance has been typically labelLed as a ‘strong state’ or ‘interventionist state’. These terms 
capture the authoritarian Korean State’s power implemented through a centralized bureaucracy, 
which can be attributed to the mixture of the Confucian and the colonial and military cultural 
legacy in Korean political history. University history in Korea is not long actually – less than 130 
years. The ideas about a modern university, created in practice in Korea during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, were a mixture of the Western (Anglo-American) ideas and the 
Japanese colonial state’s imported version of a Prussian model of the university. 
The Anglo-American liberal model of higher education developed early as private institutions, 
such as Yonsei and Ewha, were established by the American missionaries in 1885 and 1886. When 
the country fell under Japanese colonial domination during the first part of the twentieth century, 
Korean nationalism was also nurtured within the private higher education institutions newly 
established by the Korean national leaders as well as the Western missionaries. However, these 
private higher education institutions were directly subject to the Japanese colonial government’s 
rules and regulations. There was no buffer space to safeguard the autonomy of private higher 
education institutions given the colonial government’s legal framework (Kim, 2001). The Japanese 
State’s imported version of a Prussian (German) university model also developed as an Imperial 
University in Korea as well as in Japan during the colonial period. The raison d’être of public higher 
education was thus subordinated to the Japanese colonial purpose. 
This pattern of the government–university relations – i.e. the government regulations 
subordinate both public and private higher education institutions for the state’s purposeful, 
utilitarian, technically functional uses of higher education – survived even after political 
independence, even though there has been, continuously and consciously, a deliberate effort to 
eradicate the Japanese colonial legacy in Korean education by the American model. Thus, although 
there has been a series of higher education reforms in Korea – almost regularly and constantly 
whenever the governing party changes (Kim, 2001) – what has remained unchanged is the deep 
structure of the government–university relations. 
The unchanging relations of the government and the university can also be attributed to a 
strong Confucian legacy of academic-bureaucratic power networks. In other words, the mode of 
Korean government–university relations reflects the Confucian scholar-mandarin tradition (Kim, 
2001, pp. 26-27, 46-47). A successful academic career in Korea is often identified with a high-ranking 
political career. This legacy has been particularly strong in Seoul National University (SNU). For 
example, four professors of education at SNU have been appointed as the Minister of Education 
during the last decade. The close connections between the Ministry of Education and SNU have 
been most visible through the politics of academic bonding (hack-yeon). 
On the surface, the Korean government’s reform strategies look like following the pattern of 
neo-liberal market-framed public sector reforms – as occurring in many other East Asian countries 
and elsewhere. Critical and in-depth analyses of these changes are already available in the existing 
literature (for example, Cowen, 2001, 2004; Tooley, 2001; Yonezawa, 2003; Cheung & Scott, 2003; 
Levy, 2004; Mok & James, 2005). According to a World Bank report (2001), Korea has a relatively 
sophisticated system now, giving greater managerial discretion to state-owned enterprises (SOEs), 
which are governed by ‘performance contracts’ with the Department of Finance. The World Bank 
praises that ‘Korea has recently taken steps to move towards international best practice’ – in terms 
of accounting and audit standards and practices in the public sector reforms (World Bank, 2001, 
p. 5). However, in the process of higher education policy making and execution, the Korean 
government regulations are still prescriptive as before, although they are now more precisely 
conditioned by subsequent financial rewards and punishments, as illustrated earlier in this article. 
The government’s higher education policy framework itself may look like a sign of change, but 
its approach and measures to execute the reforms are reminiscent of the Strong Government-led 
consecutive ‘five-year’ economic development plans in Korea from the early 1960s onwards, which 
has made Korea famous as a typical model of the East Asian ‘Developmental State’ (Goodman et al, 
1998). 
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Overall, it can be suggested that the Korean government’s ‘university restructuring’ plans have 
been successful in changing the surface structure, but not the deep structure of the higher 
education sector. The modalities of the university–government relations per se remain unchanged. 
Given the condition of unchanging regulatory relations of the government–university, the neo-
liberal concept of public accountability has not been directly interrogated in Korean higher 
education yet. Who owns and who owes accountability to whom in the Korean higher education 
sector? The real terms and conditions of accountability is an issue that needs to be clarified for the 
future advancement of both public and private higher education in Korea. To do so would be an 
important first step to understanding the deep structure of the unchanging Korean government–
university relationship hidden deep beneath policy rhetoric. 
Notes 
[1] According to the OECD statistics, South Korea has the second highest absolute number of students 
studying abroad (next after China) in the world (and one of the highest proportions of students 
abroad, as mentioned above). At the end of 2003 the government estimated that close to 160,000 
Korean students were studying abroad, an increase of 7% compared to 2001. The USA is so far the 
most popular destination (more than 51,000 students were studying there in 2003), although the 
number has declined since 2001. There were more than 58,000 Korean students studying in the USA 
in 2001. China has become increasingly popular and South Korean students now form the largest 
group of international students in China. There were about 35,000 South Koreans estimated to be 
studying in China as of 2004. The next most popular countries of destination are Australia and the 
United Kingdom (OECD statistics, requoted from OBHE breaking news article, 27 August 2004). 
[2] The number of primary and secondary school students who migrated abroad for educational 
purposes  was 24,000 in 2005, which is a remarkable increase in the short period of time. (In 1998, the 
number of educational migrations for primary and secondary schooling abroad was estimated at just 
about 1562.) The increase was most visible at the primary school level: in 2001, the number of 
primary school students going abroad was just 2107, and in 2005, it increased to 8148, which is about 
four times more within four years. The most popular destinations for educational migrations are the 
USA, China, Canada and the other English-speaking South-east Asian countries (Weekly Donga, 30 
October 2006). 
[3] About 77.7% of corporate personnel managers in Korea think the quality of Korean university 
education is a serious problem. Corporate chief executive officers also expressed strong dissatisfaction 
about the quality of Korean university graduates. The estimated average time spent on in-house 
education/on-the-job training after recruitment is 20.3 months and the costs of retraining at business 
firms have increased—e.g. Hyundai Motor Co. (US$6 million), Samsung Electronics (US$6.4 million) 
(The Federation of Korean Industries Report, 2004; requoted from Ryu et al, 2006, pp. 27-28). 
[4] In Korea, most private universities have no profit-making enterprises. Only a few universities, such as 
Yonsei and Hanyang, raise funds from building leases and other proprietary business activities. 
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